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AN OLD CHILDREN'S GAME CAN BE USED AS A DEVICE TO TEACH 
YOUNGSTERS TO FOLLOW INCREASINGLY COMPLEX INSTRUCTIONS. ITS 
USE WILL INCREASE THE CHILDREN'S ABILITY TO RESPOND 
SELECTIVELY , PARTICULARLY TO VERBAL INSTRUCTIONS, BY 
REPLACING THE TYPICAL VISUAL DOMINANCE OF THE CHILD WITH A 
VERBAL ONE. THE CURRICULUM IS DESIGNED TO MOVE FROM THE 
SIMPLEST TEACHING LEVEL TO A MORE COMPLEX ONE BY GRADUALLY 
INTRODUCING MORE AND MORE IRRELEVANT CUES. THE RESPONSE 
DEPENDS UPON INCREASINGLY MORE SPECIFIC VERBAL INSTRUCTIONS 
BY THE TEACHER, AND THE INITIAL VISUAL AND VERBAL CUES ARE 
LATER REPLACED BY VERBAL CUES ONLY. THIS APPLICATION OF THE 
GAME ENCOMPASSES THE PROGRAMED INSTRUCTIONAL PRINCIPLES OF 
INDIVIDUALIZED RESPONSE, FEEDBACKS AND SEQUENTIAL 
DEVELOPMENT. MOTIVATION IS STIMULATED BY THE MOTOR ACTIVITY 
AND THE SURPRISE ELEMENTS IN THE GAME. THE TECHNIQUE IS 
FLEXIBLE BECAUSE OF ITS PACING AND THE VARIATIONS WHICH ARE 
POSSIBLE. IT IS ALSO PRACTICAL, INVOLVES NO COST AND LITTLE 
PREPARATION, AND IS EASY TO MANAGE. (NH) 
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SIMON SAYS: A NEW LOOK AT AN OLD GAME 1 



Most children, whether advantaged or disadvantaged, have 
had some experience with the game, SIMON SAYS, As usually 
played, SIMON SAYS is a competitive game which tests 
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children’s ability to follow oral instructions. In this paper 
we will take a systematic view of the game as a medium to £ 

children to follow instructions under increasingly complex 

conditions. ® 

5 
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The primary purpose of the set of sequenced games outlined s 
in this paper is to improve children’s ability to pay attention 1 

ik 

-Selectively, By paying attention selectively, we refer to £ 

children responding to some instructions and not others, and § 
learning to ignore irrelevant or misleading instructions. The ^ 
term "instructions” is loosely meant to include both verbal and 
non-verbal instructions, with non-verbal instructions consisting 
of a visual example, given by the teacher for the children to 
copy. This curriculum has as its objective the teaching of 
children to respond selectively to instructions, and, specifically, 
teaching the children to respond to verbal instructions, ’even when 
the non-verbal visual instructions (an example given by the teacher) 
are contrary to the verbal instructions. 

RATIONALE 

Teaching the children to respond to verbal rather than to 
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visual cues is important, because for young children, visual 
cues are generally dominant. That is, when given a problem 
which can be responded to either on a visual basis or on a 
non- visual (either verbal, conceptual, or otherwise) basis, 
the visual basis will tend to determine the response. The issue 
of visual dominance is central to much of the research in 
cognitive development conducted by Piaget and others (Piaget, 
1952; Beilin, 1964; Zimiles, 1966) . Illustrative of their 
concern is the following type of problem: 

When a young child is shown two rows of five dots such as: 
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and is asked which row has more dots, the child will not 
recognize that both rows have the same number of dots. Instead, 
he will say that the lower row has more dots. The reason for 
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this is, of course, that the child is responding to the visual 
cue of the distribution of the dots, rather than counting the 
dots in both lines in order to answer the question.. Similarly, 
when SIMON SAYS is usually played, and the teacher gives the 
verbal instruction of, "SIMON SAYS, Put your hands on your hips,” 
while giving an inconsistent visual example (putting her hands on 
her head) , the children will tend to follow the visual exan^ple 
rather than the verbal instruction. 

In both exanples, namely the problem of the dots and the 
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problem of following the oral direction rather than what the teacher 
does, the child must learn to ignore the visual cues (the longe** length of 
one line and the teacher 1 s visual example) and respond to another cue 
(the actual number of dots in the lines and the verbal instructions 
of the teacher) 

THE CURRICULUM 

Obviously , the SIMON SAYS task is too difficult to begin with, 
and must be simplified and played first on a number of simpler levels. 

The basic plan which has been followed in designating these levels has 
been to gradually introduce more and more irrelevant cues, and to make 
the child’s response dependent on a more and more specific verbal 
instruction from the teacher. The first levels of the game teach the 
behavior fo following verbal instructions. In the first level, each 
instruction is preceded by the notion of SIMON SAYS and is accompanied 
by an appropriate visual cue. This will aeciHstorn the children to 
respond to the verbal instruction indicated by SIMON SAYS. Gradually 
the teacher will drop the appropriate visual cues and introduce con- 
flicting visual cues. Later levels teach the child to respond to 
verbal instructions only when SIMON SAYS, rather than to all verbal 

instructions given. Finally, the child must discriminate selectively 

* 

by responding only to verbal instructions when SIMON SAYS, and ignore 
the false visual cues. 

A behavioral outline of the suggested levels of the SIMON SAYS 
Curriculum are outlined in Chart 1. A general description of several 
of the levels is provided. 

^ • Telling and Showing : The teacher introduces the notion of 
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SIMON SAYS, explaining that they are going to play a game in which 
SIMON is leader and they are to follow what SIMON says to do. The 
first step of the game is for the child to follow the teacher’s 
verbal instructions, while at the same time being given a visua l 
example of what to do by the teacher. Thus the child gets two cues 
as to what he should do.,, 

Teach er says Teacher does Children do 

"SIMON SAYS, Put your same same 

hands on yolir hips. ,T 



In the beginning, an important part of the game will be to give 
the children feedback as to whether they carry out the instructions 
correctly or not. This might be done in several ways. At first, 
the teacher might say, T, Does everyone have their hands on their hips? 
Johnny’s hands are on his hips, and so are mine.” This usually 
suffices. When all the children have followed the instruction, then 
the next instruction is given. At this stage the children will not 
make too many errors, since they have both the verbal instructions 
as well as the visual example to follow. 

2- Telling only : This second step is made a little more 
difficult by withdrawing the visual cue. The teacher gives verbal 
instructions , but does not follow them herself. Thus, for the first 
time in the game the children must rely on listening only. 



Teachers says Teacher does Children rfn 

’’SIMON SAYS, Put your hands “notEing P ut t i Teir haSd s on 

on your hips.” their hips 
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The importance of listening carefully can also be drawn to 



the children's attention by having them first close thexr eyes, 
and then to follow the verbal instructions. This serves two 
purposes: as stated, it emphasizes the listening aspects of the 
game, and it also provides the teacher with information about 
whether the children are really responding to the verbal cue. 

It should be remembered that, even though the teacher h er s e lf 



does not px wide a visual example, it is quite possible and 
probable that a child may look to see what his neighbor is 
doing and may copy the other children's actions rather than 
listening to the instructions. Another possible benefit of 
this step is giving the children practice in coordinating body 



movements without the help of visual ones . 

3 Telling and Mis-showing : So far, the child has 

had an opportunity to learn to listen to, and follow, instructions 
However, at this level, the child is first given practice m 
following the verbal instructions and in ignorin g the visua l 
example given by the teacher. The procedures for playing the 
c ? m P at this level are as follows: First, as usual, the teacher 

instructs the children that they are going to play the game 
differently, and that she is going to make the game "more fun” 
or "harder". The teacher tells the children very emphatically 
to do what she says . After several instructions in which the 
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teacher does what she says, she then proceeds to give a verbal 
instruction and to perform a different and non-corresponding action. 



Teacher says Teacher does Children do 

"SIMON SAYS, Put your hands Puts her hands on her Put their hands 
on your hips.” nose, for example. on their hips 



When the children make mistakes, merely repeat that the idea 
of the game is to "do what I say." After each "trick" the teacher 
returns to a few instructions in which she says and does what she 

/ 

says. 

4. SIMON SAYS: Telling and Not Showing ; This is the 
first level at which instructions Emitting SIMON SAYS are introduced. 
Previously the children were able to carry out the desired action 
by exactly following the verbal instructions , regardless of the 
visual example given by the teacher. Now, a further complication 
is introduced: The children must learn to follow some verbal 

instructions and not others . The cue which indicates to the 
child whether he is to follow the verbal instructions or not is 
dependent on those instructions including the words, SIMON SAYS. 

Prior to beginning this level the teacher must carefully tell the 
children that while SIMON is still leading the game, they must do 
what they are told only when SIMON SAYS to do so. When SIMON SAYS is 














omitted, they mast do nothing. At this level, there is no 
visual mis- cuing. The teacher gives verbal instructions with 
or without SIMON SAYS. Always, it is important to give feed- 
back when the children are incorrect. Should the children 
carry out the verbal instructions without SIMON SAYS, the 
teacher may call attention to this by saying, "Listen again. . . 
Put your hands on your head. . .that* s good, Barry is taking his 
hands off his head because SIMON didn T t SAY." 

Since this is a fairly difficult level, it may be necessary 
to simplify the game further. One way is by timing the words 
SIMON SAYS. For example, at the beginning of this level, the 
teacher should pause after saying SIMON SAYS to give the 
children a chance to prepare themselves for the instructions to 
follow. Later, the pace can be speeded up and these pauses can 
be eliminated. 



Teacher says 


Teacher does 


Children do 


"SIMON SAYS (pause) put 


same 


put hands on hips 


your hands on your hips." 




& 


"Put your hands on your 


nothing 


4 

nothing 


head." 







5 . Doing what SIMON SAYS when SIMON SAYS to do it : At 
this level the child must pay attention even more carefully. 
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Rercember, in the previous level, the child was only given verbal 
instructions; the teacher did nothing, except to give the 
instructions. In this level, however, the teacher carries out 
all the actions, but the children must learn to carry them out 
only when SIMON SAYS. So, now the children must pay attention 
to the verbal instructions and respond to some of them and not 
others, and at the same time, the child must ignore the visual 
example given by the teacher, who follows all the instructions, 
regardless of whether SIMON SAYS or not. As before, the 

teacher instructs the children to follow the instructions only 
when SIMON SAYS. 
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Teacher says 



Teacher does 



"SIMON SAYS put your 
hands on your hips . " 



same 
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"Put your hands on your 
head.” 



same 



Children do 



same 



nothing 



6 ‘ SIMON SAYS t when he says it, and not 

l ^ . t .,. tea S . h er d o es ; This level of the game is by far the most 
complicated since the child must do the following: 

(o) Respond only to those verbal instructions which 
include SIMON SAYS 

(h) Respond correctly to those verbal instructions 
even when the teacher performs an incorrect * 
action. The teacher’s actions may or may not 
v correspond to the instructions. 
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Teachers says Teacher does Children do 

"Put your hands on your same nothing 

hips . " 



"Put your hands on your Puts hands on nothing 

head . ” shoulders 



"SIMON SAYS, Put your hands Puts hands on Put hands on 

on your knees." head knees 



As before, the pace can begin somewhat slowly, with pauses 
after 

after SIMON SAYS to allow the children to prepare themselves. 

% 

These can be shortened. It must be remembered to give feedback 

» 

when errors are made. This can take the form of a yes or no 
question: "Did SIMON SAY. an alternate choice question: 

"Did SIMON SAY. .... or Or the teacher might ask a 

child who responded correctly to repeat the instructions. 
Discussion 

The game will be discussed in relation to: 

a) the discipline of programmed instruction; 

(2) its motivational aspects; 

(3) its flexibility; 

TO its practicality. 

(1) T he discipline of programed instruction 

Intrinsic to the format of SIMON SAYS are three of the 
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